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AMES of legends from the distant past,
message-bearing anecdotes from an era
bygone, memories of unforgettable per-

formances, tales of pursuit of excellence in
art amidst pure squalor and the subsequent
conquer of the art, nicknames that stuck-
óthese are some of the nuggets that one might
expect to find in the e-book collection of arti-
cles on carnatic musicians, from the pages of
The Hindu.

For a carnatic-lover, the book has a lot of
anecdotal information to offer. For example,
what do T. H. Vinayakram, Palghat Mani, T. K.
Murthy and Umayalpuram Sivaraman have in
common, other than that they are all leg-
endary percussionists? Answer: All
these men grew up under the tutelage of
Thanjavur Vaidyanatha Iyer. A man whose
memory has been blurred by the passage of
time. Why did Vinayakram take to ghatam,
rather than the mridangam? Poverty!
Vinayakramís father could play mridangam,

and so both father and son could get to play in
a concert and earn two wages for the family. 

The book also provides an opportunity to
acquaint oneself with several forgotten
names from the past, of unsung or less-sung
heros of the carnatic world. Vazhuvoor
Muthuveeru Pillai, Meenakshisundaram
Pillai, Srivanchiam Govindan were some of
the great exponents of Tavil (South Indiaís best
known drum). Finally, the collection of arti-
cles leaves one with an interesting
thought of howsoever contrasting the styles,
the deliverance of pleasure is the same.

M. Ramesh
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ICTURES of the Paramacharya adorn the
walls of his house and even as he sits down
to trace his career as a ghatam vidwan, T.

H. Vinayak Ram pays obeisance to a big portrait
of the Kanchi Sankaracharya. He is my guardian
angel, he says.

We belong to Theththakudi and my father
Harihara Sarma who was a morsing artiste
learnt mridangam from Thanjavur Vaidyanatha
Iyer. My father was an AIR (Tiruchi) artiste, but
by a stroke of ill-luck lost the job and struggled
to maintain the family. But he was acquainted
with the musicians of his time
and used to get opportunities to
accompany them. Often he
would come to Madras. This sit-
uation prevailed for a few years.
His frequent trips perhaps
induced him to shift to Madras.
He was running a school in
Tiruchi. There was no particular
reason for him to settle in
Madras. In a train accident he
lost one of his fingers and this
ruled out his becoming a profes-
sional mridangist. But he had to
look after the family. So in 1958
he started the Jaya Ganesh Tala
Vadya Vidyalaya. 

When your father was a mri-
dangam vidwan, why did you
choose the ghatam?

Well, the reason was financial.
If I learnt the ghatam, my father
could take me to the perform-
ances where he played the mri-
dangam and thus both of us
would get paid; however meagre
it was. My father is my only
guru. I started learning ghatam
when I was about seven or eight.
I had intense training at home
for about three years before I
started to play with my father in
cutcheries. That training stands
me in good stead today. My

brothers too took to this line and helped me after
father’s death, conducting classes.

When was your arangetram?
It was in 1955, at a performance by V. V.

Sadagopan. V. Sethuramaiah was the violinist,
Madurai Krishna Iyengar was on the mridan-
gam, my father played the morsing and I accom-
panied on the ghatam. That can be considered
my arangetram although Venkatachalam of P. V.
Sauce fame had arranged a cutcheri in the
Dakshnamurthy Swamy koil in Washermanpeti.
Venkatachalam gave me a one-rupee note and

The ghatam goes global

P
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said it was not my fee but a token gift.
How much were you paid in the early years of

your career?
Anything from Rs 5 to Rs 25. I started accom-

panying vocalists in my 13th year. Since then I
have shared the platform with such giants as
Ariyakudi Ramanuja Iyengar, G. N.
Balasubramaniam and the Alathur Brothers, in
the company of T. N. Krishnan, Palghat Mani
Iyer and Palani Subramania Pillai. Here I must
mention that T. N. Krishnan was mainly respon-
sible for taking me to the top rungs of the pro-
fession.

Do you remember any significant event in
your early years?

My father and I had gone to Tuticorin for a
cutcheri. The hawkers were selling oysters.
Many vidwants purchased them to see if they
were lucky to find a pearl. My father was not
willing to buy any, but relented after many
advised him to try his luck. I bought a handful of
oysters for six annas (36 paise). There was a
small pearl (nalmuthu) in one of them.
Somebody offered to pay Rs. 1000 for the pearl,
but the vidwans told my father ecstatically, this
is a good omen for your son. He will shine like a
pearl. I have preserved this pearl as a memento.

When did you enter the Music Academy?
I played for Semmangudi in the comany of

Umayalpuram Sivaraman. That was a turning
point in my life, because the next day
Semmangudi sent for me. Have you any objec-
tion to playing for a female artiste? M. S.
Subbulakshmi would be glad to have you as the
ghatam player. I jumped at the offer and since
then I have had a very bright career. I went with
MS for a U.N. concert and that paved the way for
frequent visits abroad.

I taught for six months at the Centre for World
Music in San Francisco. In 1991, Zakir Hussain
said drummer Mickey Hart was producing an
album of all the percussion artists. I participated
and it registered record sales and won Mickey
Hart the Grammy award. ●

Jan. 20, 1995

© Kasturi and Sons Ltd. www.thehindu.com; Distributed by: Sulekha.com

6



URU Smaranam, an organisation dedicated
to the memory of Palghat Mani Iyer (1912-
1981) deserves the thanks of all rasikas for

the nostalgic function organised to celebrate the
84th birthday of the mridanga margadarsi. 

The highlight of the occasion, besides encomi-
ums showered on Palghat Mani lyer by a senior
musician, mridangist and a violinst, was the tani
avartanam tape played. The mind of the listen-
ers hovered over the several music halls in
Madras and other major cities which even today
reverberate with the melodic music of Mani
Iyer’s mridangam heard long ago. That was the
kind of spell, Mani lyer cast
over the true rasika of
Carnatic music. Nothing is
remembered with such cer-
tainty as the memory of his
accompanying “Sukham”
experienced in their
cutcheries. 

As the tani avartanam tape
rolled on there was the feel-
ing of immense pleasure of
recalling the tranquility of
the sound and subtletes of
his inimitable style.

Palghat Mani Iyer always
kept the aesthetic approach
of laya in his grip and chose
only the straight lines to
nourish a kirtana, swaram or
a pallavi. He packed his rhythmic patterns with
emotional contents, as satisfying as real music
itself. There was nothing routine or impassive in
his tani avartanams. 

The sound of the teka, the chapu or gumki on
the toppi side was clear, bold and undefiled. The
broad articulation of solkattus gave an aura of
majesty and power to his laya exposition. His
tanis had always been a presentation of a rhyth-
mic landscape unfolding a vista of enchanting
and alluring beauty. 

The way he brought about melodic modulation
transformed the accompanying technique into a

glowing edifice of creative expression. His pro-
lific laya manodharma was matched in every
detail by the dexterity of his fingers. His left
hand always knew what the right hand was
offering.

The brief tani avartanams of Palghat Mani
Iyer were marked by perpetual mellowness and
spatial finesse. The charisma of the sound of
Mani Iyer went even before the concert com-
menced. As was particularly pointed out by one
of the speakers, if Mani Iyer was the accompa-
nist the hall would be overflowing. 

His music was based on the streaks of two fac-
ulties, creativity and tradition.
If anyone today has a doubt
that tradition inhibits creativi-
ty, Mani Iyer’s tani tape
played on that day provided
the fitting answer. 

He never identified percus-
sive support with percussive
pressure. In fact Mani Iyer’s
mridangam cannot be compre-
hended by any intellectual
effort, but has to be experi-
enced as inituitive expres-
sions of a transcendental
artiste with surpassing merit. 

When Mani Iyer played, the
eternal truth of the role of
mridangam in a performance
got revealed and such a reve-

lation is exemplified in the rich heritage of
Pudukottai Dakshinamurthy, Azhaga Nambi
Pillai, Thanjavur Vaidyanatha Iyer and others
which Mani Iyer had imbibed in his youthful
days. His mridangam maturity was the natural
development of strict adherence to that great
heritage, always kept in mind.

Mani Iyer’s contribution is unique in its excel-
lence. it has a claim to be studied in more than
one level - creative art meshed with aesthetic
sublimity. ●

SVK 
June 21, 1996  
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Palani Subramania PiIlai

HE death of mridanga vidwan, Sri Palani
Subramania Pillai has removed from our
midst one of our top musicians. Those who

have had the privilege of listening to him
through the years would have noticed the steady
improvement in his mastery of the mridangam,
the somewhat obstreperous exuberance of earli-
er years giving place to a great master’s mellow
maturity. 

The high traditions of our music are main-
tained through the years by masters like him.

I remember how some years back, wherever
the enthusiasts met, there would be heated
debates about the comparative merits of those
two great tavil vidwans, Sri Minakshisundaram
Pillai and Sri Panjami. 

One, it was maintained, was unrivalled in solos
and the other in playing the accompaniment for
kirtanas. A somewhat similar argument regard-
ing the manner in which the mridangam should
be played went on two or three years ago. Some
felt that there was a particular technique which
should be followed because it was traditional to

laya. Others felt that individual geniuses could
not merely be traditionalists but could improvise
brilliantly on this foundation. Such men often
produced exquisite accompaniment to vocalists
and their solos were full of unexpected bril-
liance. Though Subramania Pillai took part in
this argument, he never allowed it to stand in the
way of his admiration for other top men. He had
the gift shared by a few other artistes, of being
able to dominate an audience as much as the
chief musician himself. 

There was no desire to get up and leave the
hall for a bottle of soda water or a bit of pan
while Palani wove magic patterns on the mri-
dangam during his solos. He was left-handed. He
could lift a performance from the doldrums by
his own effort and, when the vocalist was in good
form, add point to his excellence. ●

Aarabhi 
Jun. 10, 1962 
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T. K. Murthy

MALL in stature, but giant like in his mri-
dangam play -- Tiger Varadachariar paid
this rich tribute to me after I accompanied

him in a performance on the Annamalai
University campus when he was on the staff of
the music college, Thanjavur T.K. Murthy
recalled with pride.

Do you belong to Thanjavur?
No, my native place is Neyyaththinkara in

Kerala. Later we came over to
Thiruvananthapuram. I stayed there with my
father till I was seven or eight. My father, Thanu
Bhagavathar aliasAppu Bhagavathar, was both a
violinist and a vocalist. My brother,
Gopalakrishnan, was a good mridangist. My
father was a music teacher in the Chitra Tirunal
College of Music. When I was in school, my

friends would playfully take out some deity or
other in procession and I would play the mridan-
gam as they sang.

You had already learnt to play on the mridan-
gam by then?

No, I played by instinct, I asked my mother to
get me a mridangam. Finding I had a flair for the
instrument, my brother taught me for some
time. I used to go with my father to attend the
performances of great vidwans at Suchindram,
Alaphuzha and Kochi. When I heard Thanjavur
Vaidyanatha Iyer play the mridangam, his tech-
nique so attracted me that I had an irrepressible
desire to become his student. Also, I heard
Dakshinamurthy Pillai, Azhaga Nambi and other
mridangam greats who performed during the
Navarathri music festival at the

Thiruvananthapuram palace.
How did you come to

Thanjavur and become
Vaidyanatha Iyer’s disciple?

I was about nine and I used
to accompany Harikatha
Bhagavathars regularly. The
Thiruvananthapuram and
Mysore samasthana vidwan,
Narayana Bhagavathar, used
to conduct Sri Ramanavami
festival for ten days in a local-
ity in Thiruvananthapuram.
On one occasion, there was a
performance by
Umayalpuram Kalyanarama
Iyer, accompanied by T.D.
Sankara Iyer on the violin and
Vaidyanatha Iyer on the mri-
dangam. 

After his performance was a
Harikatha by Neelakanta
Bhagavathar and I played on
the mridangam. Vaidyanatha
Iyer told the Harikatha

© Kasturi and Sons Ltd. www.thehindu.com; Distributed by: Sulekha.com
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Bhagavathar that he was eager to hear him per-
form. He also wanted to hear me play, calling me
the young mridangist. 

In the poorvanga to the Harikatha, the
namasankirtanam was done in Desadi tala and I
ended the session with a mini tani avartanam.
Vaidyanatha Iyer stood up and honoured me with
a ponnadai and, in the presence of all those
assembled, asked me. 

“Will you come with me to Thanjavur? I will
teach you mridangam. I will take care of you as
my adopted son!” Vaidyanatha Iyer had no prog-
eny. My father at once agreed and so I went to
Thanjavur to stay with my guru and I lost my
Thiruvananthapuram connection.

Was Palghat Mani Iyer also staying with your
guru at the time?

Mani Iyer was ten years older than me. In fact,
when Vaidyanatha Iyer sat down for his meals,
Mani Iyer would be seated on the right side and
I on the left. Other sishyas would sit along with
us. (At Vaidyanatha Iyer’s house, everyday was a
samaradhana day).

Palghat Mani Iyer and I would practise
together. Vaidyanatha Iyer would first play a
particular nadai and we repeated them till our
guru was satisfied. T.M. Thyagarajan and
Thanjavur Nanu Iyer would sing and I played
the role of an accompanist under the watchful
eye of my guru. If I faltered in any place in var-
nam or kirtanam, they had to sing again and
again and I had to play till I gained perfection. In
this way, I and both the vocalists benefited
greatly.

By way of actual field experience, I used to
accompany Musiri, GNB, Madurai Mani and
Maharajapuram during the Sri Ramanavami fes-
tival in the Varahur Koil following which there
would be Bhajana on all the ten days. I took part
in all of them and gained rich experience.

When did you come and settle in Madras and
why?

My guru died and many friends in Thanjavur
too left or died. So, in 1960, I came to Madras and
have been getting regular chances. I have a
sense of satisfaction. I have played for four gen-
erations of musicians. I must confess, I have
been greatly benefited by accompanying M.S.
Subbulakshmi for over 30 years. In one of her
performances in Shanmukhananda Sabha in
Bombay. I was teamed with her along with the
veteran violinist, Tiruvalangadu Sundaresa Iyer.

After the cutcheri, Palghat Mani Iyer and Palani
Subramania Pillai, who were present, patted me,
saying, ‘It was excellent’. I consider it the great-
est honour’.

What has been your guiding principle in life?
Respect for elders. Only with their asirvatham

can one come up in life. It is my personal expe-
rience. I do not find it in adequate measure in the
present day music world.

Have you discerned any change in the vocal-
ist’s techniques today?

I shall relate a small incident. I lived opposite
Ariyakudi Ramanuja Iyengar’s house in
Mylapore. For nearly a month, I heard Ariyakudi
sing the Varali kirtanam, Seshachala Nayakam.
One day, I boldly asked him why he had not sung
the song in any of his cutcheries. He replied,
‘The sangatis and the song have not become part
and parcel of me’. You know, he released the
song after a year of incubation, you can draw
your own inference. Kanakkus and korvais are
the domain of the mridangist. Why should vocal-
ists trespass into this field? 

How well would Tiger, Mazhavarayanendal
Subbarama Bhagavathar sing sarvalaghu
swarams of myriad combinations! Did
Ariyakudi, Semmangudi, GNB or Madurai Mani
Iyer indulge in such kanakku swarams? ●

Dec. 16, 1994
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Umayalpuram Sivaraman

MAYALPURAM Sivaraman, wizard of mri-
dangam, showed with justifiable pride a
brochure carrying the pictures of

Umayalpuram Krishna Bhagavathar and
Sundara Bhagavathar. the direct disciples of
Saint Tyagaraja. 

Since their days, the place hag been actually a
samookam of Bhagavathars - Panchapakesa
Iyer, Sundaram Iyer, Kodandarama Iyer and
Umayalpuram Swaminatha Iyer. I am so blessed
to belong to Umayalpuram of hoary musical tra-
dition.

Finding me tapping my fingers on tables,
doors and walls my grandmother made a present
of a kanjeera when I was five. That was the first
milestone in my laya journey.

Whose influence has been most potent in shap-
ing your career?

Certainly my father Dr. P. Kasiviswanatha
Iyer, who planned every stage of my develop-
ment in mridangam. More than that, I could see
some providential hand in entrusting me to four
gurus at different stages of my progress. First,
for nearly seven years I was under the care of
Aarupathi Natesa lyer. 

He was my first guru and I was his first disci-
ple. He firmed up my fingering which is the
basic for any mridangam vidwan. It was under
him that I almost perfected halfchappu, gumki
and its nuances. He gradually taught me how to
play for vocal music. In my 10th year I had my
first chance as an accompanist. I played for
Srinivasa Iyengar (Vocal), Vedaranyam
Krishnamurthy (Violin). Imagine, my guru
played the kanjeera with me. Thanjavur
Vaidyanatha Iyer was my second guru. I went to
him in 1947 but he died the next year. But one
thing I must say. He had already put into the
ears of Palghat Mani Iyer, his foremost disciple,
that he must groom me.

What sort of a teacher was Thanjavur
Vaidyanatha Iyer?

He was not a teacher alone. My father
arranged that I should take up a house in
Thanjavur with my grandmother to look after
me. Thanjavur Vaidyanatha Iyer believed in
double mridangam. That is he would sit before
me with his instrument and I should repeat
whatever he played. 

Also, he arranged Thanjavur Venkatesa
Iyengar to sing Thyagaraja Pancharatnas for me
to practice the special type of accompaniment
for the compositions. To play for the
Pancharatna is not the same as playing for a kir-
tana. In fact, he taught that different types of
techniques have to be adopted to play for pallavi,
anupallavi and charanam, what mora or korvais
should be used and the like.

How did you come to Mani Iyer?
It was C.V. Narasimhan who took up the good

office. Leaving Vaidyanatha Iyer after his death,
I came to Madras in 1948 and joined the
Ramakrishna Mission High School in
Mambalam. Mani Iyer, was then in
Lakshmipuram. He would teach me and also
take me to cutcheries in which he partook. The
tutelage under Mani Iyer was just for an year. 

It was then felt that I should be trained in play-
ing for pallavis. So I shunted back to
Kumbakonam while I was studying Fourth
Form. I was put under Kumbakonam Rangu
Iyengar. What a teacher was he to me. He could
sing very well. He made me play while he sang
all sorts of pallavis in different kalais.

Not only that. He gave me tips as to the tech-
niques of Thanjavur Narayanaswami, Das
Swamigal, Tukaram, Dolak Nannumayya,
Pakkiria Pillai, Azhaga Nambi, Dakshinamurthy
and Mammondiya Pillai, a galaxy of percussion
exponents. He led me to get an insight into the
domain of tavil.

When did you come to Madras finally?
In 1955. I had completed B.A. at

Kumbakonam. Even at that time I had a number
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of cutcheries. I stayed with my uncle, M.S.
Srinvasan, in Nattu Subbaraya Mudali Street. It
was he who put me in law course. I should say
the period 1955-65 was the golden era of my life.
Opposite to our house was Kalladakurichi
Mahadeva Bhagavatar, a repository of Dikshitar
kirtanas. He would sing them in such a vilamba
kalam that a mridangist would be ill at ease.
That exercise gave me practice to fill the pauses
in his music with appropriate solkattus.

What are the guidelines your gurus gave you
on tani avarthanam?

Mani Iyer would always emphasise that tani
avartanam is really an extension of the song.

The kalapramana and the structure of the song
should be kept in mind. The first few passages
should be almost a repetition of the kirtana lines.
The embellishments should be done with appro-
priate korvais, pauses between phrases, light
and shade, half-chappu and full-chappu judi-
ciously used to heighten the sruti aspect of mri-
dangam play. In fact Mani Iyer would always
emphasise, that tani avartanam is a percussion
artiste’s alapana. ●

Oct. 7, 1994
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Palghat Raghu

APPING his fingers on the handrest of the
cane chair in which he was seated in his
house, Palghat Raghu, the most artistic mri-

dangist, went back to his childhood days in
Rangoon. 

“My father and grandfather were government
servants in Burma. I was born in Rangoon. My
grandfather was a selfmade musician and in the
locality he was known as Rangoon Radhakrishna
Iyer. I was fond of drumming on biscuit tins for
rhythm. A relative of A.K.C. Natarajan, clari-
onet player -- I forget his name now -- who came
to our house presented me a small mridangam. It
was a slow progress. You see, since my grandfa-
ther was a wellknown Carnatic musician, many
vocalist or instrumentalist coming to Rangoon
would stay in our house. So I was in an atmos-
phere of Carnatic music almost throughout the
year”.

How long did you continue like this?
Once Tinniyam Venkatrama Iyer came to

Rangoon to visit one of his relatives. He stayed
almost for a month. He taught me the intricacies
of mridangam -- fingering, teka and so on.
Tiruchi Raghava Iyer also taught me many
aspects.

If you had stayed on in Rangoon, you might
not have accomplished so much. Now, what was
the reason for leaving Rangoon?

It was the war. Many people belonging to
South India returned and in the last ship my
grandfather and some of us returned. Certainly,
I learnt from Tinniyam Venkatrama Iyer for
about one-and-a half years. He spoke well of me
to Thanjavur Vaidyanatha Iyer. Even in Rangoon
I used to accompany vidwans who came to our
house. When Tinniyam Venkatrama Iyer came to
Rangoon, as I told you, he prepared me to be an
accompanist. I performed in a cutcheri when I
was seven.

Did you ever leave Madras after returning
from Rangoon?

There was evacuation in Madras during the
war years. So, our family shifted to Thrissur. We
had good friends in Erode Viswanatha Iyer and
Vilvadri Iyer. The former suggested that I
should have the guidance of Palghat Mani Iyer.
So we shifted to Palghat. 

But Mani Iyer did not accept me as a disciple
at our first meeting. My grandfather told him
beseechingly. ‘We want to entrust Raghu in your
hands. The boy is eager to learn from you’.
There was no encouraging response from Mani
Iyer. Two or three days we visited his house
expecting a favourable reply. 

But no word of acceptance from Mani Iyer. It
was here I found the hand of god coming to my
rescue. One day when we were waiting in Mani
Iyer’s residence, a close friend of his came there
with a vessel of halwa and gave a piece to me
and told Mani Iyer, “Mani, this boy plays exceed-
ingly well. I have heard him.” That settled it.
Mani Iyer asked me to come every day for les-
sons.

How was Mani Iyer different from others?
Mani Iyer conducted his classes in a house

next to his. A mat would always remain spread
on the floor and a harmonium would be there for
sruti - no tambura. We had to play for vocal
music. K.V. Narayanaswami used to sing for us.
You may not know, Mani Iyer’s father was a good
vocalist himself. One day Mani Iyer asked his
father to sing and I was asked to accompany. The
song was Enduku Dayaradu. He sang well and I
also played well. Mani Iyer thus combined prac-
tice and guidance.

When did you start playing for senior vid-
wans?

There was Alappuzha Papa, father of
Alappuzha Venkatesan and a connoisseur. One
day he sent word for me. He had arranged a per-
formance by Ariyakudi with T.N. Krishnan on
the violin. He asked me to join the team.
Ariyakudi chose to sing an Aditala varnam and
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some simple songs. Perhaps he was not sure
about my abilities. After watching my play, he
sang kirtanas and allowed me to show all my
prowess. When the performance was over, Papa
patted me and Ariyakudi too blessed me. You
know, accompanying such giants is no easy task.
One has to be alert every second. I learnt many
nuances in the progress. As an afterthought
Raghu said, “I can’t think of anyone who can sing
in such a way as to draw the best from the vio-
linist or the mridangist.” One must listen to a lot

of music and the methods of other mridangam
artistes and must think deeply. There is no bet-
ter way to widen one’s knowledge. Now-a-days
not many young artistes are inclined to hear
great exponents. Everything has become a rou-
tine. What can one do about it? Raghu shrugged,
Nothing, except watch helplessly. ●

Feb. 10, 1995
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Vellore Ramabhadran

ELLORE Ramabhadran has accompanied
nearly five generations of artistes, with
everyone approving of his role. This speaks

highly of the gentle percussion support he gives to
any kind of vocal or instrumental performance.

I have accompanied artistes from Tiger
Varadachariar to the present day artistes,
Ramabhadran said. All that I had was seven years
of hard work under my father, T.P. Gopalachari, a
konnakol vidwan, who was also proficient in play-
ing kanjira and mridangam. 

I was completely groomed by my father. I had
one great advantage in my father being the
Secretary of the Vellore Sangeetha Sabha. All the
musicians and their accompanists would stay in
our house  during my boyhood days. 

I was, as a boy, enamoured of Palghat Mani
Iyer’s style. Mridangam lured me and I had the
facility to learn at home. My initiation began when
I was nine.

Because your father was your teacher, did you
take it easy? Or was he very strict about practice?

I had atleast six hours of sadhakam every day.
My father could sing. As I progressed he would
give me practice in accompanying when a kirtana
was sung. He gave several practical guidelines in
this respect. Do not begin playing as soon as a
vocalist starts a song. Wait for one avarta, gauge
correctly the kalapramana, and then in the first
kala gently add the rythmic syllables without
interfering with the smoothness of the rendition.
He did not prefer cross-beats during song-play
because it interfered with the laya flow. He gave
similar guidelines for anupallavi and charana por-
tions of the songs.

With so many vidwans visiting your house did
you not feel like having expert guidance from
prominent percussion vidwans?

Of course, I wanted to get trained under Mani
Iyer and Thanjavur Vaidyanatha Iyer.
Circumstances did not favour me, But I had the
opportunity of hearing them at close quarters and
listening to their discussions during their stay in
our house at Vellore. That gave me a chance to get
an insight into their techniques. The one great les-

son my father taught me was that a mridangist
shares one-third responsibility of making a con-
cert successful.

That is evident when we watch you supporting
the main artistes most tunefully.

Here I would like to relate an incident which I
treasure most. In 1975, Sri Krishna Gana Sabha
conferred on me the Sangeetha Choodamani
award. On that occasion, Mani Iyer spoke a few
words. 

He said: “Ramabhadran is a very intelligent
accompanist. If you give him one rupee, he will
spend only 65 paise and retain the balance. What I
mean is, he will not exhibit everything he knows.
He will supply by way of rhythm only that much
that is essential to make a cutcheri great. He has
Brahmalayam, that is whatever his mind conjures
up, his fingers will translate on the instrument.
He has such an intuition.”

And turning to me Mani Iyer said, “Keep this up
throughout your career. Under no circumstances
should you change your playing technique.
Lakshyagnanam, is as important in mridangam as
in vocal music.” I always try to live up to his
words when I accompany any vidwan.

Another incident comes to my mind. Sai Gana
Sabha, which used to conduct cutcheries at
Venkatesa Agraharam in Mylapore, had arranged
Ariyakudi’s concert with Papa Venkataramaiah
and Palghat Mani. 

Just 20 minutes before the performance they
got the information that Mani Iyer could not
come. Then Ariyakudi lived in Nadu street. The
organisers were not sure whether a senior mri-
danga vidwan would agree to play as a substitute. 

Secondly, in those days, the main musician was
consulted regarding accompanists. So, they went
to Ariyakudi’s residence and explained their
predicament. Pat came the reply from Ariyakudi.
“Fix up Nadabhadran. But who was
Nadabhadran?” Sensing their confusion.
Ariyakudi said: “Don’t ,you know Gopalacharis
son Ramabhadran?” ●

Nov. 11, 1994
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Karaikudi Mani

HAT I am today is not the same as what I
was a few years ago before I met my guru-
ji Sri Surajananda. Karaikudi Mani said, I

have had complete transformation of my ideals
in life and mental attitude to the world around.
Every morning I go to Neelankarai where I do
pooja in the ashram, He is no more but his spirit
is still pervading my inner self.

I was born in Karaikudi. My father’s brother
was a Muruga bhaktha. 

On the Namakaranam
day I was named
G a n a p a t h y
Subramaniam, the latter
name to please my uncle.
But my father felt the
name was too long and as
a compromise the plact
of my birth was substi-
tuted for Ganapathy and
to please my uncle
Subramaniam was short-
ened to Mani. So I
became Karaikudi Mani,
he said

My father who could
sing learnt many kir-
tanas from
M a z h a v a r a y a n e n d a l
S u b b a r a m a
Bliagavathar. He taught
me vocal music in my
earlier years along with
my two sisters. My
father was greatly
involved in bhajana pad-
dathi and would take
part in bhajanas taking me along with him.

My father taught me the Pancharatna kirtanas
of Thyagaraja when I was six. Similarly I learnt
many kirtanas under him. Ariyakudi Ramanuja
Iyengar was living just opposite to our house. I
was so young I could not measure his greatness.

From your vocal base how did you switch over
to mridangam?

In those days ten-day festivals used to be con-
ducted in the temple when top-ranking
nagaswaram and tavil vidwans used to play dur-
ing the procession of the deity late at night. My
father was quite tall and during the festival, to
help me see the deity amidst thronging crowd,
he would seat me on his shoulders. When the
nagaswara vidwan stopped and the tavil artiste
started his beats I used to tap with my fingers on
my father’s head in unison with the tavil beats.

This, I think, induced
my father to conclude
that I had more interest
in laya. Thus he started
me on a course in mri-
dangam.

Who was your first
guru?

Karaikudi Rangu.
Iyengar, a disciple of
Karaikudi Muthu Iyer. I
was taught intensely for
three years and by then
I had gained compe-
tence to accompany.
This was made easy
because my father could
sing and all vidwans
coming to our house
would also sing and I
had accompanied them.
In the initial stages, I
played only for
H a r i k a t h a
Kalakshepams and bha-
janas. Once Pithukuli
Murugadas had come to

Karaikudi. My father was his great fan. 
He invited Murugadas to our house and asked

me to play mridangam. Murugadas said ‘I am
singing bhajanas in the Karaikudi Sivan Koil,
your son is accompanying me’. That was my first
public appearance. The bhajanas would start
late in the night. Sikkil Vadivel was the main
mridangist and I sat behind him. I was just
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seven, and I would sometimes doze when
Pithukuli Murugadas would put toffee in my
mouth to wake me up. That was the way I accom-
panied.

For nearly three to four years, I had accompa-
nied a number of bhajanas and harikatha kalak-
shepams. He could not contain the humorous sit-
uation then. You know, for every bhajana per-
formance I was paid one rupee, two annas, he
said.

Do you remember any event that gave a turn
to your life?

Yes, I told you Ariyakudi was living opposite
to our house. One day he asked my father who is
playing mridangam in your house. My father
introduced me to him. As in Tiruvaiyaru, the
Thyagaraja aradhana utsavam used to be held on
a grand scale in Devakottai. ‘Can your son play
for the Pancharatna kirtanas? Bring him there.
Dont bring any mridangam with you. Palghat
Mani would be present there. I will speak to him
to take your son as a disciple’ said Ramanuja
Iyengar. 

We went there, four pancharatna kirtanas were
over with many mridangists and violinists tak-
ing part. Only one Endaro Mahanubhavulu was
left. Ariyakudi called Palghat Mani and said,
“Mani, let this boy play.” “Well let him,” said
Mani Iyer, I had no mridangam with me. All the
other mridangists were unwilling to lend me
their instrument. My father and I were embar-
rassed. Ariyakudi was looking around. Palghat
Mani Iyer just handed over his mridangam to me
and said come on, go ahead.

Ariyakudi, Alathur Brothers, Mudikondan
Venkatarama Iyer and many other stalwarts
heard me on that occasion. Then Ariyakudi
called Palghat Mani and said, ‘Mani, you must
take him as you disciple’. But Mani Iyer said,
“He is now studying. Education is very impor-
tant nowadays. Let him not give it up. Let him
finish his studies.” 

Somehow I had not that praaptham. Coming to
Madras, we approachcd Mani Iyer telling him I
had completed my studies. But he had certain
reasons which stood in my way of learning under
him. My father was upset. This is one of my
regrets. The other one is that I had no occasion
to play for Ariyakudi in a cutcheri. Late in life he
said once, ‘Mani, you have become very profi-
cient in mridangam. But unfortunately, I am
aged and not in a position to sing’.

I joined the school, Tala Vadya Vidyalaya run
by Vinayak Ram’s father. It is here that I and
Vinayak Ram had immense practice and mutual-
ly benefited. We had together thought about
many creative korvais and thought seriously
about how new patterns could enrich the tani
avarthanam significantly. In this, of course , we
tried to modify many theermanams and korvais
traditionally held to be sacred. I am aware this
has raised many eye-brows in the percussion
fraternity, he said.

But how did you come under the spell of Sri
Surajananda?

In 1973 in a marriage performance he predict-
ed a great future for me. But surprisingly, he
said he wanted to learn mridangam from me.
Before that he had some lessons at the hands of
Kalpathy Ramanathan. As I started moving close
to him. I came under his spiritual spell and
almost told him once that I wanted to give up
mridangam and become an ardent disciple. But
he said mridangam was a divine instrument and
through it I could achieve more equanimity of
mind and non-attachment.

You have ventured on some special lines of
service to laya.

I am interested in orchestration. I tried an
ensemble with 40 instruments. South Indian,
North Indian and Western, called the
Melodessey, But the cost of conducting it was
prohibitive. I gave it up. I have also formed the
Sruti Laya Seva Trust in 1980 under my guru’s
instructions and have branches in the U.K.
(started in 199 1) and Australia to teach percus-
sion play to students abroad who are anxious to
learn. ●

Mar. 3, 1995
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Flute Mali

HE Flute Mali Memorial Committee had
arranged the eighth remembrance day in
honour of that great vidwan, who till his day

had inspired many young aspirants, but no one
seems to have come anywhere near his tech-
nique of presenting melodic music that is at once
contemplative. 

In spite of his eccentricities what held the
audience spellobeisance to Nadabrahmam, what-
ever he p ayed, whether a major raga. like
Kambhoji or Sankarabharanam or just a
Themmangu or Kavadichindu towards the end
of his concert. To
many vi dwans
today ragas are
swara-clad. But
Mali’s raga elabora-
tions created an illu-
sion of shapely
sculptured pensive
damsels placed in
the niche of the
Carnatic music tem-
ple. The short spells
of his raga sancha-
ras in the man-
darasthayi satisfied
the listeners as if
they have heard a
complete elabora-
tion of the raga at all
levels.

We have been told
that in the past great
vidwans with raga
exposition for hours
and even for days
and some of them
had the raga tagged
on to their names to
identify them as
unexcelled expo-
nents of that partic-
ular raga. Instances
have also been cited

that some musicians pledged the raga for finan-
cial help extended by a patron. But in the case of
Mali what the greats achieved in hours or days
he did it in a few sancharas. If his contribution to
Carnatic music is to be well assessed, it is that
elongated raga elaboration does not necessarily
constitute good music. A few phrases of a raga
or one or two sangatis in a kirtana in his play
revealed the frozen beauties embedded in them.
For instance, Mali started playing Thyagaraja’s
Navarasakannada kirtana “Ninnu-vina
Namadendu” and he affixed his stamp of melod-
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ic sumptuousness to it in such a way that it
tempted other instrumentalists -- Nagaswaram
players, violinists, veena vidwans and others --
to imitate his interpretation but how many of
them reached his unscaleable heights? The
Navarasakannada song still remains the Everest
of Carnatic music with Mali’s nada-filled snow-
caps glistening in the sangita sunshine. Though
any raga at the hands of Mali gained the touch of
a genius some of them still ring in our ears
decades after they had been heard.
Anandabhairavi, Sahana, Kapi, Behag, Bilahari,
Subapantuvarali played at the conclusion of a
pallavi as a ragamalika embellishment in hon-
eyed swara spells stole the hearts of the listen-
ers. That constitutes the greatness of his art-
music aimed at the heart, not at the head. He
lived only to give such a dimension to Carnatic
music.

The inward urge in a moment of receptivity
that impelled Mali as he placed his flute on his
lips, gained concrete shape as Todi, Bhairavi or
Sankarabharanam. He realised that the true
Tattva of music is meditation on Nada and he
transferred the benign influence of melody to
keep the listeners in a trance. 

In his flute recitals, one went through the
grandeur of Carnatic music and the fulfilment of
spiritual anubhava. He opened up vistas of fresh
and perennial inspiration. 

He made vidwans and the hearers alike realise
in every one of his performance that even the
most meticulous adherence to the letter of the
sastra cannot lead to the realisation of the
supreme God of music. True music lies beyond
the realms of mere theory- the musician must
embark on the quest of the highest and should

stop short of nothing but the divinity in music.
Mali was one example of such a vidwan in such a
quest and naturally nada revealed its true quali-
ties to him. 

As he lingered on each note, it had all the
nuances of dhyana. He had the vairagya not even
to look at the glittering impermanence of gim-
mick- cluttered music that happens to be the
hallmark of present day music. The heritage of
Carnatic music that is unique in its excellence
has to be practised at more than one level -- as a
creative art of effulgent spirituality and as a
vehicle for conveying the deepest musical
thoughts of the great composers. 

In short Mali’s recitals were not just heard, but
shared in the innermost recesses of the heart.
On hearing him the sublimity and the true inner
refinement of music are perceived and not
superficial polish. He was a musician who devel-
oped delicate sensitivities and feelings and was
deeply responsive to the lofty intimations of
Carnatic music. ●
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Flute Ramani

AMANI’S mother is a violin player. Under

a spreading banyan tree hardly a plant

grows. But under the sweeping genius of

Flute Mali, Ramani not only grew well but like

Mali established a style which many today have

come to adopt.

Born in Tiruvarur, the birth place of the
Trinity, on October 15, 1934 Ramani learnt his
first lessons in the flute under Azhiyur
Narayanaswamy Iyer. His father Natesa Iyer
played on the mridangam.

It was while I was giving a cutcheri in
Nagapattinam when I was seven years old that
Mali happened to hear me and asked me to come
to Madras. Thus my discipleship started.

How was Mali as a guru?
He was a man of moods, you know, S.P.

Natarajan, myself and some others were Mali’s
disciples then. There would not be any teaching
session as such. Sometimes when we were prac-
tising, if Mali happened to come that side he
would give some guidance. It is by constantly
hearing him that I learnt the favourite kirtanas
of Mali like “Chinna Natena,” “Ninnuvina
Namadendu” and others.

Where there any remarkable events during
your stay with Mali?

Nothing much. The one thing I treasure most
is that Mali allowed me to play with him in his
cutcheries. In 1956 1 was given a chance in the
Music Academy in the 3-30 p.m. to 5 p.m. ses-
sion. Mali was present on that occasion. Again at
a Coimbatore performance in 1972 Mali
presided over it and honoured me.

How is it you have struck a different style
from that of Mali?

For one thing it is not possible to repeat Mali.
Secondly I have wanted to have my own style
based on Mali’s foundation.

Besides his solo performances, in the early
years Ramani had  combined with other artistes.

In 1966 he was the flutist in the Veena, Venu
Violin concert with Lalgudi Jayaraman and
Venkataraman. 

He  has also participated in Jugalbandis with
Hariprasad Chaurasia in  1975, but strangely
with Balamuralikrishna, a daring experiment in
1978 accompanied by Umayalpuram Sivaraman
on the mridangam. He participated in the Ustad
Allauddin Khan Music Festival at  Bhopal in
1979.

What do you consider to be the most moving
incident in your  musical career?

A few hours before my guru’s death, Mali
asked me to play on  his flute. I was greatly
embarrassed and choked with emotion. I didn’t
play because I was not in a mood to play before
him especially when  he was lying on the death
bed. He died. But his relatives compelled  me to
fulfill Mali’s wish. I took his flute and just played
one kirtana.  Ramani said with great emotion.
“He was really great, unapproachable  in musi-
cal stature,” he mumbled and then became
silent. ●

© Kasturi and Sons Ltd. www.thehindu.com; Distributed by: Sulekha.com

20

A disciple as eminent
as the guru

R



Sikkil Sisters

tiny girl who plays the flute” -- that was
how I was recognised, when I gave flute
recitals in our place, Sikkil and its neigh-

bourhood. The interest was because a girl was
handling the flute when male artistes dominated
the field.

How is it you chose the flute when in those
days girls used to be trained in vocal music?

My uncle (father’s elder brother) Azhiyur
Narayanaswamy Iyer was a flute vidwan. I was
brought up in a joint family where everyone had
deep knowledge of music. My father was both a
vocalist and mridangam vidwan. My other uncle.
Ramamritham Iyer, was based in Madras and
was a permanent mridangam accompanist to the
Harkatha expert, Saraswati Bai. Though they
were primarily percussion artiste, they could
also sing.

My father would sing the kirtanas and I prac-
tised them on the flute. Also I learnt some songs

from my uncle. He was always at hand to
instruct me on the nuances of Carnatic music.
He had heard Madurai Pushpavanam,
Konerirajapuram Vaidyanatha Iyer and Poochi
Srinivasa Iyengar perform and was also closely
associated with them.

How did you add to your repertoire?
Many musicians would visit our house.

Budalur Krishnamurthy Sastrigal taught me one
or two kirtanas. My father used to come to
Madras to participate in the Navarathri
Utsavam conducted by Kalakkad Ramanarayana
Iyer who taught me the Kamas kirtana,
Brochevarevarura, of Mysore Vasudevachar
which was very popular then.

When did Neela’s lessons begin?
Neela was born ten years after me. So in the

formative years, I was playing solo, She joined
me sometimes in 1955. 1 taught her to play flute.

She picked up and was quite competent to play
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with me, Since then we have been performing
together. 

Even as a girl you had presented performanc-
es in Madras, in the Navarathri utsavam of
Kalakkad Ramanarayana Iyer. 

My father was a good friend of R.
Venkatachari, “Muthanna” as he was called. He
was running the Jagannatha Bhaktha Sabha and
arranged a performance for me when I was 13.
In the year Madurai Mani Iyer was conferred
the Sangeetha Kalanidhi title by the Music

Academy. I played in the afternoon concert held
in the P.S. High School My father died in 1964.
We planned to go to Kumbakonam, but decided
to stay in Madras. 

Almost like a revolution, like that of D.K.
Pattammal, you have carved a place for your-
selves in the music world.

“Thanks to the elders blessings and God’s
grace.” ●
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Rajarathnam Pillai

T was the year 1956. A portly man wearing the

most spectacular diamond ear-studs (Kadukkan)

was seated on our verandah, speaking in husky

tones with my parents. We were always summoned

to meet celebrities, particularly artistes. But how

would mere children know the greatness of genius? 

That realisation came much later. “Just inform me

when you have fixed Baby’s Muhurtham; wherever

it is I will come and play,” he said and departed in a

fading old blue Buick car. He came to the wedding,

he played and (needless to say) he conquered! He

was Nagaswara Chakravarthi Thiruvavaduthurai

Rajarathnam Pillai.

It was probably one of his last assignments. That

same year soon after playing at a wedding in

Alleppey, he returned to Madras and suffered an

attack from which he did not recover. Leaving a

void, never to be filled - at least not in this millenni-

um, in the world of Carnatic music. Those who knew

his music, remembered it for a long time. Those who

flocked to hear his “Thodi” ragam marvelled at his

virtuosity. Some, like another great musical mind -

G. N. Balasubramaniam, were inspired to emulate

those elusive phrases.

King of music, lord of his own world,

Rajarathnam was a colourful character whose

genius was awesome, yet not without those rough

edges which characterise such individuals every-

where. This year is the centenary of his birth. To pay

tribute to him is to acknowledge a great artiste of

the 20th century. Nothing auspicious in South India

would exclude the nagaswaram and its music.

Rajarathnam’s nagaswaram had a dialogue with the

gods. His music was in the realm of the celestial.

Rajarathnam Pillai was born on August 27, 1898 at

Thirumarugal. His parents moved to

Thiruvavaduthurai soon after, and settled there.

Rajarathnam’s paternal uncle Natesa Pillai, a

renowned nagaswara vidwan of his time was a resi-

dent musician of the Thiruvavaduthurai Madam.

He began his training as a vocalist - in fact gave

many concerts as a young boy. His teacher was

Thirukodikaval Krishna Iyer, uncle of Semmangudi

Srinivasa Iyer. He used to refer to Srinivasa Iyer as

“the little boy from my Ayya’s house.”

Ammachathiram Kannuswamy Pillai, a great wizard

in tavil playing took Rajarathnam under his wing

and guided him in the art of nagaswaram playing.

Quite early in his performing career, heads turned

to watch him, and cars strained to catch his original

tone. He started doing the rounds of temple festivals

and weddings.

The young Rajarathnam lived and played in an era

rich with temple and Madam patronage. Of all the

modes of music, the nagaswaram was instrumental

in reaching out to the common man Rajarathnam’s

playing acquired maturity, lustre and virtuosity. The

thunder of applause for his cassay of a favourite

raga was momentary. The memory lingered long

and invitations came pouring in from everywhere.

The raga Durbar was one of his favourites. His

imagery virtually created a royal court with the

structure of the raga. People everywhere came

close to divinity when he played a series of ragas

which came gushing down like a thundering water-

fall. Begada, Useni, Poorvikalyani, Behag, Mandu,

Peelu.... you name it, he was comfortable exploring

them and coming up with something original. Many

a great tavil Vidwan accompanied him -

Needamangalam Meenakshisundaram, Malaikottai

Panchami, Nachiarkovil Raghavan, to mention only

a few.

Rajarathnam’s exploration of a raga was so com-

plete that he himself knew that he would not be able

to improve on it if he were to repeat it. The control

of breath which produced both soft and loud tones

was technically known as “Jaru”. He was a master

of it.

He travelled to North India and eventually

received the Presidential award. His fame spread to

other parts as well and he travelled abroad to

Ceylon, Malaysia and Singapore. Everywhere he

went, his music conquered the hearts of rasikas.

Karukurichi Arunachalam and Kulikkarai

Pichayappa who followed his style, blazed a trail in

their time. ●

Lakshmi Viswanathan 

Aug.21, 1998
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Sheikh Chinna Moula

HEIKH Chinna Moula’s devotion to Lord
Ranganatha had become a legend and we
always received the prasada of his bhakti-

laden music. He hailed from an illustrious music
family whose ancestry goes to Sheikh Nabi
Sahib (18th Century) of Sattalur who is said to
have received the grace of Goddess
Muniamandamma.

The boyhood admiration for T.N. Rajarathnam
Pillai had turned into almost an obsession when
Chinna Moula (born in 1924) began to give con-
certs on his own. He was not satisfied with what
he was doing and was sure that he could do
much, much better, if only he could become a
direct student of the legendary TNR! But TNR
was too busy and so
he chose N.K.
Duraikannu Pillai of
Nachiarkovil and
was his student for
ten years. Moved
deeply by the demise
of his eminent stu-
dent, the aged
Duraikannu Pillai
said: “He used to tell
me and my brother
that he wished to
become a student of
TNR. And when that could not be, he came to us
for wc were close to TNR in the nuances of the
Thanjavurbhani”. Certainly Chinna Moula car-
ried forward the TNR approach in a scintillating
manner. Can there be another like him?”

It was only in 1960 that Chinna Moula gave his
first performance in Tamil Nadu. The concert in
which he was accompanied by Tattamangalam
Ponnuswami gave a flying start to his new
career, which brought the original sketches of
the Chilakaluripet School as strengthened by the
laws and logic of the Thanjavur bhani. For more
than three decades it was constant travel for him
all over the country and also abroad. Honour
came pouring in and the pinnacle was reached
when he was conferred the title, Sangectha

Kalanidhi, by the Music Academy in 1998.
“For the past many generations, my ancestors

have served in Hindu temples, though it may not
be the case in Tamil Nadu. Those who appeared
to be my antagonists soon became my friends
and fans and they themselves came up with the
offers of engagements. I am confident of-one
thing. Ranganatha Swamy is behind me always
and takes care of me. It is only because of His
benign grace and the blessings of my gurus and
parents, I am what I am today.”

China Moula’s unflinching faith in Lord
Ranganatha made him take up permanent resi-
dence in the pilgrim city three decades ago.
Since religion had never come in the way of his

ancestors in adher-
ing to the local
atmosphere of spiri-
tuality, Chinna
Moula felt quite at
home in Srirangam
and the other resi-
dents of the place
were immensely
proud of him.

Strong grounding
in the foundations of
culture gave a rare
depth to Chinna

Moula’s nagaswaram play. There was restrained
energy in his presentation of
kalpanaswaras,while the ragas were displayed
with poetic vision. But the rendering was always
imperturbably yoked to tradition. He would not
go in for unnecessary novelties. He would take
up rakti ragas understood by everyone and con-
centrate on bringing out the endless whorls of
swara combinations. In 1982, he founded and
nurtured the Sarada Nagaswara Sangeetha
Asramam in Srirangam giving us several prom-
ising nagaswaram players of the younger gener-
ation. ●

Prema Nandakumar
April 23, 1999 
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Subramania Pillai

HE early period of this century was the era
of magnificent nagaswara colossuses like
T.N. Rajarathina Pillai, Tiruvidaimarudur

Veeruswamy Pillai and Thiruvizhimizhalai
brothers.

They took the art to far-flung corners of the
South and it is no wonder that people loved and
appreciated classical music to an extent not fea-
sible now.

Born in 1906 at Tirunagur (near Sirkazhi in
Thanjavur district), as the son of Paramanathan,
Tiruvengadu Subramania Pillai was among the
top maestros.

“His forefathers were great masters in

nagaswaram and this included Paramanathan’s
brother - Samidurai Pillai and their father -
Muthuveeran.

When Subramania Pillai was young, he lost his
father. So, he came under the tutelage of his
uncle Samidurai Pillai. He learnt Telugu and
Sanskrit also. Even from his 12th year.
Subramania Pillai started playing nagaswaram
along with Samidurai Pillai and became popular
among the rasikas.

He also played with his brother-in-law T.N.
Rajarathnam Pillai. While he continued this for
some years, he started playing the nagaswaram
independently also, duly encouraged by his

guru.
Subramania Pillai

was proud to recall in
1982 (Just four years
before his death) that
famous tavil vidwans
like Nachiyarkoil
R a g h a v a n ,
K u m b a k o n a m
Thangavelu Pillai,
Malaikottai Panchami
and Needamangalam
Meenakshisundaram
Pillai had accompanied
him. Subramania Pillai
was noted for his sweet
rendition, his magudi
( s n a k e - c h a r m e r ’ s
notes), elegant ala-
panas, brigas etc.

In his 70th year, he
visited Malaysia,
Singapore and Sri
Lanka on concert tours.
Subramania Pillai
recalled once that
Madurai Ponnuswamy
Pillai had played
nagaswaram for his
marriage and that he
was fortunate to have
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attended the programmes of other maestros like
Koorainadu Natesa Pillai, Sembanarkoil
Ramaswamy Pillai, Chidambaram Vaidyanatha
Pillai and Nagore Subbiah Pillai (Adheena vid-
wan).

His close contact with Kanchipuram Naina
Pillai (vocal), Manpoondia Pillai (kanjira),
Umayalpuram Sundararn lyer (ghatam),
Pandanainallur Minakshisundaram Pillai
(Bharatanatyam guru), Palani Muthu Pillai (mri-
dangam) and Azhaga Nambi Pillai (mridangam)
helped him to improve and polish his knowledge
of music.

He was the Honorary Principal of Palani and
Tiruvaiyaru Nagaswara colleges and the asthana
vidwan and secretary of the Thyagabrahma
Mahotsava Sabha, Tiruvaiyaru for four years. ●
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Namagiripettai K. Krishnan

N the past, South India has produced a num-
ber of nagaswaram giants. One such living
legend is Namagiripettai K. Krishnan.

Krishnan was born on April 2, 1924, and belongs
to a family of musicians. He learnt his first les-
sons in vocal music and nagaswaram from his
grandfather, Chinnappa Mudaliar. Through vig-
orous practice for several years, he secured an
eminent position in the field of Carnatic music.
He also had the privilege of listening to famous
masters of yesteryears, like the maestro T.N.
Rajaratnam Pillai.

Krishnan has to his credit a remarkable and
glorious concert record extending over five
decades. A pure traditionalist, Krishnan is very
keen on preserving the nagaswaram ‘bhani’. His
facile playing of his instrument brings out the
full range, depth and melody of the music.

The nagaswaram artiste is known for his han-
dling of familiar Carnatic ragas in their pristine
form. Special mention should be made about his
ability in delineating rare ragas in a short and
sweet manner. For instance. his ‘alapana’ of the
raga Kalyana Vasantham used to elevate the
spirits of his rasikas.

Krishnan has given several performances,
both in India and abroad, including in the tem-
ples of Pittsburg, Toronto, Washington New York

and London. During the Silver Jubilee
Celebrations of India’s Independence, the Indian
Government deputed him to South East Asian
countries, where he was well received and hon-
oured.

In recognition of his outstanding services to
the cause of nagaswaram and its popularisation,
both in India and abroad, the Pondicherry
University conferred on him the “Doctor of
Letters” (Honoris Causa) in May 1989. In 1981,
he was honoured with the Padmasri. The Tamil
Nadu Sangeetha Natak Academy conferred on
him the title of “Kalaimamani” and the Tamil
Isai Sangam gave him the title of “Isai
Perarignar”.

Krishnan by nature is very simple, humble,
friendly and highly religious. “Vidya Dathathi
Vinayam” is a Sanskrit adage. In Krishnan, one
could see this “vinayam” in an abundant meas-
ure. ●

Neelam
Mar. 27, 1998
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Meenakshisundaram Pillai

EENAKSHISUNDARAM Pillai, the all-
time great tavil celebrity, was born on
September 3, 1894 to Subramaniam and

Deivayanai Ammal. He was their only child. He
started his initial lessons on the tavil, from
another maternal uncle, Govinda Pillai, an
asthana vidwan of Mysore and a stock accompa-
nist to the legendry nagaswara vidwan
Kumbakonam Sivakkozhundu Pillai.

Meenakshisundararn first played in the
Santana Ramaswami temple, with which his
family was long associated. He was engaged by
Nagaswaram Singaram Pillai of the same place
and later by Mannargudi Narayanaswami Pillai.
At the age of 11, he joined the troupe of
Nagapattinam Venugopala Pillai as a tavil
accompanist. Aftger Venugopala Pillai’s death
Meenakshisundaram had the opportunity of
playing the tavil for Mannargudi Chinna Pakkiri,
Semponnarkovil Ramaswami and Madurai
Ponnuswami.

Vazhuvoor Muthuveeru Pillai, a tavil wizard,
was an unexcelled artiste of that time. Once
Meenakshisundaram vainly tried to play what all
the senior men had played. He assured
Muthuveeru Pillai that as and when they met
again, he would improve in terms of physique as
well as ability. It happened so after a few
months, in Ponnaiya Pillai’s house at Thanjavur.
Muthuveeru was flabergasted when he saw “his
own replica” playing in front of his eyes: imme-
diately he blessed Meenakshisundaram.
Pasupatikovil Veerabhadra Pillai, an eminent
tavil vidwan got his daughter Nagammal mar-
ried to Meenakshisundaram.

The tavil vidwan became a regular accompa-
nist to veterans such as Tirucherai
Muthukrishna Pillai, Chidambaram Vaidyanatha
Pillai, Keeranur Brothers and many others
including T.N.Rajarathnam Pillai. He also
became a stock accompanist to the
Tiruveezhimizhalai brothers and was considered
the “third nagaswaram” in this melam because
of his melodic playing. After about 25 years of

playing with them, he parted ways with them
and this led to his becoming a ‘special tavil’
artist (to be engaged separately).
Mcenakshisundararn started playing solos or
percussive melody with two or more tavil play-
ers in the course of a nagaswararn concert.

Precision in laya, extraordinary imagination,
nimble fingers, Ivallinam’ and ‘mellinam’ in
playing - these were his assets. Pandanallur
Ratnam Pillai, Tirunageswaram Ratnaswami,
Nachiyarkoil Raghava Pillai (Pillai’s son-in-law),
Emani Raghavayya, Vadapathimangalarn
Dakshinamurthi, A.K. Venugopal, R.
Shanmugam and many others were
Meenakshisundaram Pillai’s disciples. Mridanga
Vidwan Coimbatore N. Ramaswamy (originally a
tavil player), and State Vidwan Alangudi
Ramachandran were also his disciples.

Meenakshisundram Pillai always enjoyed
playing with other tavil vidwans of his own cali-
bre, like Malaikottai Panchapakesa Pillai.
Meenakshisundaram Pillai cut some discs with
Tiruveezhimizhalai and the Semponnarkovil
brothers. He was the real pathfinder in the play-
ing of the rajavadya. He was equally adept at
playing the kanjira but gave it up because he felt
he should not trespass on the field of Pudukottai
Dakshinamurthi Pillai. Meenakshisundram
Pillai died on February 13, 1949. ●
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Sivakolundu

scion of the same class as that of
Tirupambaram, Sivakolundu was noted for
his deep insight into Carnatic music tradi-

tions and effulgent melody. He is said to have
combined the sweetness of Tirumargal Natesan
and the verve and sweep of Chinna Pakkiri. On
one occasion he had gone to the Travancore
Durbar. In the small hours of the morning, one
day, he played Vasantha raga. The strain floated
along and filled the ears of Patnam Subramanya
Iyer who was sleeping in a house close to the
palace. Instantly he rushed to the spot whence
the surging melody had beckoned him. By way
of a token of his admiration he decorated the
nagaswararn vidwan in the assembly with a
shawl that he had been presented in the same
Durbar on a previous occasion. Great as he was,
Sivakolundu was the very embodiment of humil-
ity and courtesy.

Srivanchiam Govindan

After Ranga Pillai, who strode the
nagaswararn world like a Colossus, Srivanchiam
Govindan (Tavil) enjoyed great popularity.
Indeed it was he who earned for tavil, the status
it has enjoyed through succeeding generations.
The stupendous volume and majestic nadam of
Pillai could be easily recognised even at a dis-
tance. It attracted huge crowds. With the spirit
and skill of a seasoned sport, he delighted in
accompanying even nagaswaram players of no
great merit and drawing the best out of them.
This, however, made no difference to the suc-
cess of the concert and he always evoked
applause and was loaded with presents of all
kinds wherever he went. ●

Dec 9, 1946

(The two articles by Soolamangalam
Vaidhyanatha Bhagavathar

Translated by R. Ramanuja 1yengar)
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